





Compost Process

Composting is the biological
decomposition of organic matter. While
decomposition occurs naturally, it can be
accelerated and improved by human
involvement. To produce a high quality
endproduct, it is important to understand
the  composting  process. The
microorganisms and invertebrates that
decompose yard and food waste require
oxygen and water.

The heat produced by bacterial activity
increases the temperature in the compost
pile to as high as 160



Earthworms

If bacteria are the champion
microscopic decomposers, then the
heavyweight champion is doubtlessly
the earthworm. Ever since it became
known that the earthworm spends
most of its time tilling and enriching
the soil, pages of praise have been
written on this creature. The great
English naturalist Charles Darwin was
the first to suggest that all the fertile
areas of this planet have at least
once passed through the bodies of
earthworms.

The earthworm consists mainly
of an alimentary canal which ingests,
decomposes and deposits casts
continually during the earthworm’s
active periods. Fresh casts are
markedly higher in bacteria, organic
material, available nitrogen, calcium
and magnesium, and available
phosphorus and potassium than soil
itself.

Earthworms thrive on compost
and contribute to its quality through
both physical and chemical processes.
They reproduce readily in a well-
managed pile. Since earthworms
can play such a large part in
composting, wise gardeners adjust
their composting methods to take full
advantage of the earthworm’s special
talents.
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A pile should be large enough to hold heat and small enough to admit air to its center. As a rule of thumb,
the minimum dimensions of a pile should be 3



Collect material to create a one cubic yard pile. Chop or shred any coarse materials to increase their surface
area. Start the pile with a four- to six-inch layer of
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Composting Alternatives

Sheet composting in the garden involves applying raw composting materials directly on top of the soil in
layers. Shredded organic matter can be applied between plants as a type of mulch and allowed to decompose
slowly. Material can then be incorporated directly into the soil after frost in the fall.
Trench composting involves digging a trench about eight to 12 inches deep and filling it up with shredded
organic materials. Vegetable scraps, kitchen scraps (excluding meat, bones, and fatty foods) and other yard
trimmings (especially diseased or insect-infested plants) can be used.
Microorganisms and earthworms will slowly convert these materials to usable organic matter. Covered
trenches are often used as paths between rows of vegetables while the organic matter is decomposing.
Compost-hole-digging is similar to trench composting, except that it involves smaller areas. A post-hole
digger can be used to make holes between vegetables or ornamental shrubs and trees, and filling the holes with
kitchen scraps and covering them with soil. By the following spring, the organic matter should be well-
decomposed.

Using Compost

Soil amendment

Compost is used as an organic amendment to improve physical, chemical and biological properties of soil.
Adding compost will increase the moisture-holding capacity of sandy soils, thereby reducing drought damage
to plants. When added to heavy clay soils, compost improves drainage and aeration and reduces
waterlogging damage to plants. Compost increases the ability of the soil to hold and release essential
nutrients. The activity of earthworms and soil microorganisms beneficial to plant growth is promoted with
compost. Other benefits of adding compost include improved seedling emergence and water infiltration
because of a reduction in soil crusting.

Over time, yearly additions of compost create a desirable soil structure, making the soil much easier to work.
For improving a soil



Mulch

A two- to three-inch layer of compost can be used as a mulch around vegetables and ornamental
plants. Extend the mulch layer up to or beyond the dripline of shrubs and trees. The dripline is defined by the
outer edge of the plant
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Do compost piles need turning?

Yes and no. Turning the pile will supply more oxygen for the microbe population and will shift
undecomposed material on the edge of the pile to the center where it too will be decomposed. Compost
can be created without turning, though it will take longer.

How do you gauge the proper moisture content for composting?

Materials should feel like a wrung-out sponge, moist but when squeezed in your hand no more than a drop
or two of water should come out. Some very dry materials (straw, cardboard and others) may need
prolonged soaking to reach adequate moisture levels.

Do compost piles have offensive odors?

As a general rule, compost does not produce offensive odors if composted in a bin with adequate
ventilation. If animal manure is used, some odor may be detected in the first or second day, but will dissipate
as the process accelerates.

What can be done about a smelly pile?
Smelly piles are most often caused by poor aeration. The bacteria which live in such



Worm Bin Composting

Worm bins are a fascinating way to turn food scraps into high-quality compost. Follow these easy steps to start
your own worm bin. Check out Mary Appelhof
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Summary: Successful Yard Waste Composting
It



Most garden books these days have a section on composting, and there is a small library of books devoted to
composting. Here is a selected list of books you might fi nd helpful. Check your public library for availability.

{ Backyard Composting: Your Complete Guide to Recycling Yard Clippings, published by Harmonious
Technologies. Even more condensed than Let It Rot, it covers the basics in sound bites. Includes brief discussion

of permaculture and other interesting agricultural ideas.

Compost Critters, by Bianca Lavies. A wonderful children

{
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